Rowland Evans and Ro bert Novak ^ 

Clifford Winning a Bitter Battle 
With Rusk on Vietnam War Policy 


RELATIONS BETWEEN 
the Pentagon’s Clark Clif- 
ford and the State Depart- 
ment’s Dean Rusk have now 
reached a point of bitter- 
ness unsurpassed in modern 
Cabinets — with no easy res- 
olution in sight. 

In the twilight days of the 
Johnson Administration, the 
contrast between the Cab- 
inet’s two key figures is dra- 
matic. While Secretary of 
Defense Clifford wheels and 
deals toward a Vietnam set- 
tlement, Secretary of State 
Rusk sits in the shadows — 
a lonely figure, brooding in 
his Foggy Bottom office. 

As we reported one month 
ago, the basic reason for the 
split is Clifford’s high-volt- 
age campaign to start troop- 
withdrawal talks with Hanoi 
immediately, without wait- 
ing to resolve endless proto- 
col battles over the shape of 
the negotiations table. 

But beneath this surface 
aspect is a fundamental dis- 
pute about the intentions of 
Hanoi. Clifford, strongly 
backed by Averell Barri- 
man, believes Hanoi really 
wants to negotiate a start of 
mutual troop withdrawals. 

Rusk and his allies, who 
include White House na- 
tional security chief Walt W. 
Rostow and the U.S. Ambas- 
sador in Saigon, Ellsworth 
Bunker, are far less certain. 
Moreover, they regard Clif- 
ford’s repeated criticism of 
top Saigon politicos as high- 
ly destructive to U.S.-Saigon 
relations and to the stability 
of the Saigon regime. 

THE FACT that Rusk has 
said nothing publicly (as of 
this writing) to refute Clif- 
ford does not mean he ac- 
cepts his line. To the con- 
trary, Rusk has exerted iron 
self-control to a point that 
has amazed his colleagues. 

He is taking a longer look 
down the road, refusing to 
do anything now that would 
jeopardize the long-range 
goal: a stable Southeast Asia 
immune from Communist 
expansion. To Rusk’s way of 
thinking, Clifford’s public 
spanking of Saigon is going 
to make that road infinitely 
harder. 

Disdaining a public brawl 
with Clifford, Rusk has been 
quietly making his side of 
the case to President John- 
son but with no public 
results. Despite Rusk’s pre- 
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sumed pre-eminence In fore- 
ign policy, Clifford’s virtual 
takeover as the Administra- 
tion’s chief spokesman has 
brought no sign of a White 
House rebuke. 

Some of Rusk’s intimates 
hint that, if this situation 
continued much longer and 
if the Administration were 
not in its twilight days. Rusk 
would have to resign. No 
such dramatic step is even 
contemplated, however, at 
this late stage. 

THUS, WHAT the country 
is witnessing is the general 
disintegration (“unravelling,” 
as one official put it) of an 
Administration in its sunset 
hours, with the established 
sources of authority no long- 
er under total direction of 
the White House oval office. 
Making this inevitable proc- 
ess worse is the fact that the 
new Administration will be 
Republican. 

A Democratic President- 
elect could settle the Rusk- 
Clifford policy dispute in a 
way President Johnson, a 
lame duck, cannot. 

The President’s attitude to 
the Rusk-Clifford dispute is 
viewed by top aides of Rusk 
and Clifford in exactly oppo- 
site fashion. Rusk men are 
certain Mr. Johnson intends 
to hold to a hard line on the 
Paris talks, giving Saigon 
every chance to agree to the 
shape the negotiations table 
without undue pressure from 
Washington. 

But Clifford men say the 
President wants nothing so 
much as quick agreement 
with Hanoi on mutual troop 
withdrawal, hopefully before 
he leaves office. The hint: 
Clifford would not dream of 
spanking Saigon publiely 
without White House ap- 
proval. 

INDEED, Clifford holds 
the ’nigh political cards. It 
was notable, for example. 


that Sen. John Stennis, a 
hawk on Vietnam, privately 
informed the U.S. negotiat- 
ing team on a recent trip to 
Paris that, if Saigon tries to 
stall the talks and hamper 
progress, he would denounce 
the Thieu Government. The 
U.S., Stennis said, could not 
allow itself to be wagged by 
the Saigon tail. 

Thus far, not a single war 
hawk attacked Clifford pub- 
licly for his Dutch uncle 
lectures to Saigon. Nor has 
there been the slightest indi- 
cation that the incoming 
Nixon foreign policy team is 
unhappy about Clifford’s 
performance. 

What this strongly sug- 
gests is that the politicians 
now read the national mood 
as fed up with the war and 
ready to take the quickest 
exit— almost any exit— that 
can be found. This is the 
mood Clifford has been ex- 
ploiting and why he is win- 
ning his bitter battle against 
Rusk. 
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